Issues That Affect the National Agenda

The sense of equality and independence in
agriculture points to a positive benefit of
democracy, and farmers tend to be fierce
defenders of democracy.

Sociologists defined rural life, early in the
century, as having an habitual character
and an even flow. Life rested upon deeply
felt and emotional relationships rooted in
the steady rhythms of uninterrupted habit.

The intimate relations between persons
were based upon their individuality and
wholeness. The traditional lifestyle was
comprised of friendship groups, neighbor-
liness, and blood relations.

The attitudes of persons involved in 20th
century agricultural production result
from a lifestyle structured around conflic-
ting values; traditional agrarian and con-
temporary market values clash.

The social values and ideas had their
points of reference within these social
groups and organizations. Farm-based
economic independence and social equality
foster the sharing of problems and ac-
tivities by collectives engaged in land-based
living over time.

However, the deepest problems of modern
life derive from the claim of the individual
to preserve the autonomy and individuality
of existence in the face of overwhelming
social forces, of historical heritage, of exis-
tence, of external culture, and of the tech-
nique and technology of life. Farmers ex-
perience these problems more than other
groups. Agrarian values stress autonomy
and individuality, but agriculture neces-
sitates a great deal of interaction within
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the economic and political institutions of
the society.

Agriculture is a scientific endeavor re-
quiring a great deal of educational back-
ground reinforced by practical experience.
It involves a knowledge base in agronomy,
economic projection, and fiscal
management training, personnel
management training, and a solid
knowledge of both the marketplace and
government regulatory policy.

Farming today, at every level, is involved
with local, state and federal governments
in, for example, subsidies, tax adjustments,
and regulations of both crop output and
farm practices. Technological develop-
ment necessitates a constantly changing
body of regulation in agriculture.

The agricultural lifestyles, attitudes, and
behaviors today are the outcome of the
opposing forces of traditional agrarianism
against the economic realities of a highly
technical, rapidly changing society. The
attitudes of persons involved in 20th cen-
tury agricultural production result from a
lifestyle structured around conflicting
values; traditional agrarian and contem-
porary market values clash. The result is a
shared pattern of living and thinking,
which differs from both the old farm ways
and the highly urbanized, post-industrial
society.

SAFETY AND HEALTH PRACTICE

Finally, let us consider how these attitudes
are related to farm health and safety prac-
tices. There is a paucity of research on the
question, but I shall use a few of the avail-
able studies to suggest some answers.

According to Worwick, everything we know
about accidents leads us to the conclusion
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that faulty habits and attitudes are the
prime accident producers.’

Murphy, hypothesizing that those farmers
who hold different attitudes about health
and safety from other farmers would have
different accident records, looked at the
diversity of attitudes and accidents in
Pennsylvania.? Using a semantic differen-
tial procedure contrasting attitudes in
about 500 farmers, he found no significant
difference between the attitudes of persons
working where accidents had occurred in
the previous five years, and those of ac-
cident-free farmers. In fact, no differences
in safety attitudes or occurrences were
found between farmers, when they were
grouped by such demographic and struc-
tural variables as farm size, number of
workers, type of farm, level of education,
or hours worked on the farm.

He concludes that other factors are likely
to be more related to farm accidents than
safety attitudes. His suggestion is that the
pressures exerted by society and the low
value actually placed upon safety in the
decision process is likely to cause more
risk behavior and, ultimately, accidents.

Napier, et al., conducted an extension-
based analysis of farm risks in the state of
Ohio.? Their statistically based research
also indicated that there were no sig-
nificant demographic or structural
variables that would account for the ac-
cident rate differentials on farms in Ohio.
Further, they considered a farmer’s ac-
cident background and decided that social
learning or experience with hazards does
not make a significant difference in ac-
cident rates, since people may or may not
repeat their mistakes.

Farm family attitudes may be related to
economic well-being, as the Washington

Surgeon General's Conference on Agricultural Safety and Health - 1991
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study suggests. They may revolve around
the problems of agricultural productivity
and the various costs surrounding preven-
tive measures; however, the attitudes and
ultimately behaviors could also be con-
nected to a range of risk-taking personality
characteristics and coping mechanisms.

They are also likely to be related to an
occupational culture. An excellent
example of occupational culture could be
considered that of mine workers. Yount
found very definite work culture charac-
teristics in risk behavior associated with
mine workers.*

The manner in which they treated hazards,
the interaction with respect to fear, and
discourse while in social settings all
demonstrated risk-taking and hazard--
coping mechanisms shared by the work
culture. These characteristics and attitudes
are influenced by the environment of their
daily work, and they influence their
everyday behaviors. Similar feelings and
findings are likely to be found in
farmworkers.

Other elements such as ethnic or gender
culture may also be related to attitudes.
For example, a NIOSH/OSHA safety
training story comes to mind. An Hispanic
male working with hazardous materials was
ordered to wear protective clothing: shoes,
mask, and gloves. He wore all of these
items except the gloves.

When ordered continuously to wear the
gloves for his own protection, he finally
responded that yellow gloves remind him
of his mother washing dishes. As a strong
male, he could not force himself to wear
the gloves. When black gloves replaced
the yellow ones, the problem was solved.
In the case of this worker, there were
personality characteristics associated with
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